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South Asian Literature in English includes the works of writers from the Indian 
Subcontinent, as well as its Diaspora. Indo-Anglian Literature, or Indian Writing in 
English, contributes a major chunk of this literature. The journey of Indian Writing in 
English began even before the introduction of English education in India. After the 
introduction of English, there was no stopping the Indians from exploring the use of 
the English language to express their thoughts. For them, language was no barrier to 
their expressions, in fact, English as a common language made it easier for them to 
reach out to the masses – be it their Nationalist sentiments to jolt an oppressed nation 
out of their ennui, the call for abolition of social evils, and after independence, their 
focus on other immediate social issues that were hindering the progress of the nation, 
that once taken care of, have made the life of us Indians so much easier and freer; then 
followed their personal experiences and their life in the ever-changing society that 
was at once personal yet universal. In its initial stages, Indo-Anglian literature was 
marked by an imitation of its Western counterparts, but writers eventually broke away 
from that bond and created a style unique to them. There is a great contribution by 
writers in re-awakening Indians, and introducing to the world the rich culture, 
heritage, social and familial values and spiritualism that it encompasses. Writers have 
explored new themes; they have also re-visited and re-told ancient scriptures, epics, 
holy books, overcoming gender and class barriers, in an easy-to-read contemporary 
fashion. 

KEYWORDS: Indo-Anglian writing–Nationalist sentiments spread through English 
language - shift in themes from Nationalist to social issues and personal experiences – 
exploration of various themes and different genres– re-visitation of the past - some 
important works by different writers through the ages. 
 
Objectives :- to know about the evolution of Indian English Literature from the time 
of introduction of English to the contemporary period 

Methodology :- This article is based on information collected from various primary 
and secondary sources on the internet, course-books and books of various authors. 

     Through this paper I would like to draw focus on the advent of English literature in 
India, and its journey and evolution through the ages, from being the pure form of the 
language that was inherited directly from the British, to the Indianised versions that 
are used today; from the works of writers settled in their homeland, to those living 
away from it – the Diaspora, reflecting their inner conflicts and culture shocks, and 
accepting cross-cultures across borders.  

 Introduction - Literature has always been a mode of voicing one’s feelings, thoughts 
and opinions on a variety of topics; it is the medium through which a writer informs 
and imparts knowledge and learning about the past and the current contexts to the 

Abstract 
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reader. India is a land of myriad languages and cultures, and Indo-Anglian literature 
happens to be one of the voices in which she conveys the aforesaid. English, for us 
Indians, is not a foreign language, in fact it is very much Indian, and by now, 
Indianised, for we now use an amalgam of English and other regional languages that 
is unique to our land. Internationally acclaimed Indian writers have proven time and 
again that their creativity and their usage of the English language to express 
themselves is not less, rather it often surpasses that of native English speakers. 

     It is believed that one’s mother tongue or the language one has grown up with, 
imbibes the culture of the land where it is spoken, it is the language of the heart, and 
when one wants to express one’s deepest emotions, he or she intentionally or 
unintentionally shifts to it. Nevertheless, Indians adopted English into their 
bloodstream, and began to express themselves profusely and proficiently in a 
language that was once foreign to them. Most Indian writers use their multi-lingual 
skills to write in more than one language. It is also said that Indian English writing 
nudged the writers to use their creativity in their own regional languages too.  

     Indo-Anglian literature, or Indian Writing in English, refers to that body of work 
by writers in India who write in English and whose native or co-native language is 
one of the numerous languages spoken in India. It also includes works of members of 
the Indian diaspora, such as VS Naipaul, Kiran Desai, Jhumpa Lahiri, who are of 
Indian descent but have been separated from their homeland for varied reasons. K R 
Srinivasa Iyengar describes Indo-Anglian Literature with more specificity. He says 
that Indo-Anglian Literature is merely a product of Indo-English relations, where 
England and India had been accidentally thrown together. As a category, Indo-
Anglian literature also comes under the broader realm of Postcolonial Literature as 
colonialism not only had political control; it also greatly influenced the culture of the 
nation. Indian literature has travelled through the experiences of the colonised nation, 
the freedom struggle and the after-effects of decolonisation on the political, social and 
cultural milieu.  

     The first book written in English by an Indian – Sake Dean Mahomed, goes by the 
title Travels of Dean Mahomed. It was published in 1794. It is an epistolary, and 
accounts the life and experiences of Dean Mahomed - an Indian, with the East India 
Company. During this time, there were barely handful elite Indians who spoke 
English. 

     The Beginnings - In 1823, Raja Ram Mohan Roy impressed upon Lord Amherst – 
the then Governor-General of India, through his “Letter on English Education” that 
Indians needed to be educated in English so that the country could look towards 
modernisation and material progression. He impressed on the fact that ‘local 
knowledge’ needs to help and support what the rulers (the British) hoped to 
accomplish in a land that was distant and different from their own land. He also 
emphasized that since all contemporary inventions and discoveries were being 
recorded by the Europeans, it was all the more vital that English be taught to Indians 
so they could be up-to-date on the latest events. Ram Mohan Roy was the “Father of 
the Indian Renaissance”, a scholar, humanist and social reformer. He worked for the 
social, religious, intellectual and political regeneration of his fellow Indians. His 
letters and essays form an integral part of non-fictional Indian writing in English. He 
also published journals in different languages to educate the public on various issues. 
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     It was in 1835 when Lord Macaulay’s Minutes stated that, “We have to educate a 
people who cannot at present be educated by means of their mother-tongue. We 
must teach them some foreign language. The claims of our own language it is 
hardly necessary to recapitulate… Whoever knows that language has ready access 
to all the vast intellectual wealth which all the wisest nations of the earth have 
created… we shall see the strongest reason to think that, of all foreign tongues, the 
English tongue is that which would be the most useful to our native subjects… it 
was both necessary and possible to make the natives of this country good English 
scholars.” that finally set the wheels of English education in India moving. 
Furthermore, Lord William Bentinck supported Macaulay, “the great object of the 
British government ought to be the promotion of European Literature and science 
among the natives of India.”During the second half of the 19th century, education in 
English gained momentum, and this led to literary creativity being explored in the 
English language. Innumerable men and women experimented with self-expressions 
in the then foreign language; some succeeded while others did not.  

     Pre-Independence Poetry - Some of the well-known poets of this period are: 
Henry Derozio, Sri Aurobindo, Toru Dutt, Rabindranath Tagore and Sarojini Naidu. 
Henry Derozio, an Indian-Portuguese by birth, and a teacher in the Hindu College, is 
considered as the first major poet of Indian English. He was a radical thinker who 
carried forward the ideas of social change spread by Ram Mohan Roy. His popular 
collections are Poems (1827) and The Fakeer of Jungheera (1828). He drew 
inspiration from the poetic styles of the Romantics, particularly Byron and Shelley, 
and he, in turn, was an inspiration to many young Indian men. Derozio also happens 
to be one of the first to articulate nationalist sentiments through his poetry. Many 
other poets like Shoshee Chander Dutt and Hur Chander Dutt followed his footsteps, 
sharing the theme of freedom. Michael Madhusudan Dutt, another popular poet who 
conveyed his sentiments of freedom, was Derozio’s student.  

     Sri Aurobindo was a philosopher, yogi, poet and nationalist who later became a 
spiritual guru. He wrote several articles against the British rule in India, for which he 
was imprisoned. His famous literary works that are popular worldwide include The 
Life Divine dealing with the theoretical aspects of Integral Yoga, Synthesis of Yoga, 
or the practical guide to Integral Yoga, and Savitri: A Legend and A Symbol, an epic 
poem which is almost 24,000 lines long. 

     Another famous poet was Toru Dutt, a 2nd generation poet. One of her set of poems 
was published posthumously under the title Ancient Ballads. Most of the poems in 
this volume reflect the poet’s personal experiences intertwined with those of 
mythological characters. And then there was Rabindranath Tagore whose volume of 
Bengali poems Gitanjali was extremely popular. He translated this volume in English, 
and it was heralded as a turning point in the history of English poetry and world 
poetry by none other than Ezra Pound – an expatriate American poet and critic and a 
major figure in the early Modernist Poetry movement. Tagore’s poem Where the 
Mind is Without Fear voiced his desire to see his country free from British rule. This 
poem is an important part of our school curriculum even today as it defines several 
human values that are integral to an individual’s self-development. Tagore also 
directed plays Chitra and Raja. Chitra, a one-act play, focuses on the character of 
Chitrangada- a female warrior in the Mahabharata who tries to gain the attention of 
Arjuna, but is spurned by him. 
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     Sarojini Naidu, the Nightingale of India, the woman nationalist who contributed in 
establishing the Women’s India Association and the All-India Women’s Conference, 
was a great orator. Her poems initially focused on British landscape and beauty, but 
Sir Edmund Gosse requested that she “write no more about robins and skylarks, in a 
landscape of our Midland countries… but describe the flowers, the fruits, the trees, to 
set her poems firmly among the mountains, the gardens, the temples, to introduce [to 
us] the vivid populations of her own voluptuous and unfamiliar province.” And this 
encouragement gave us poems like In The Bazaars of Hyderabad, The Bangle Sellers 
and The Palanquin Bearers and many more. She used mythological as well as 
historical figures. She was conventional in her themes, romantic in her choice of 
diction and style and nationalist in her attitude to life. 

     Post-Independence Modern Poetry - Coming to the post-independence and 
modern period, the question of “Indianness” of Indian English poetry became a cause 
of concern. At this point, Nissim Ezekiel, the Indian Jewish poet, playwright, and art 
critic, needs special mention. He made conscious efforts to give a contemporary 
Indian idiom and leave behind the British diction, form and structure that had, until 
then, dominated Indian English poetry. The book reviews written by him helped many 
writers to launch their careers, and himself has several collections of poems to his 
credit. For Ezekiel, the act of writing poetry “was more than just ambition or 
vocation. It was a crusade to do something for India.” Ezekiel enriched and 
established Indian English poetry through his modernist innovations and techniques, 
which enlarged Indian English literature, moving it beyond purely spiritual and 
orientalist themes, to include a wider range of concerns and interests, including 
mundane familial events, individual angst and sceptical societal introspection. 

     A K Ramanujan, whose diasporic poetry drew upon more than one linguistic 
world, and hence, set him apart from other writers. His poems are described as 
‘realist’ and ‘modernist’. They reflect the Indian sensibility that is a combination of 
the traditional and the modern, and the complex nature of the identities that Indians 
living in foreign lands have. In an interview with Chirantan Kulshreshta, Ramanujan 
said “The language of one’s writing is not a matter of choice… Some Indians wish to 
write in English and others accuse them of writing in English; both of them seem to 
believe there is a choice in the matter. The question is not whether you wish to write 
or not, but whether you can. If you can, you will …” He also says that one doesn’t 
just write with a language but with one’s entire experiential world. His poetry is a 
“fusion of the richness of his native culture and the detached outlook of Western 
thought. His poetry is born out of the dialectical interplay between his Indian and 
American experience on the one hand, and that between his sense of his own self and 
all experience on the other. Its substance is both Indian and Western.” 

     Another popular poet of this era is Kamala Das, the Confessional Poet. She penned 
her autobiography: Ente Katha in Malayalam and then translated it to English as My 
Story. It was highly controversial as it revealed a lot about her personal life and 
experiences, and was published at a time when the so-called ‘respectable women of 
society’ were still not supposed to speak out. Her poetry reflects her feelings of lost 
identity, life’s loneliness and incompleteness, and the quest for identity, personal 
choices and love which is not just physical, but also needs to be emotional. 

     Certain features that distinguish post-independence modern poetry from its 
predecessors are: free verse and experiment with language and imagery, intellectual 
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themes that question the order of society and beliefs, cynical and satirical attitude 
towards life.  

     Indian English Drama – drama in India dates back to the Vedic period, much 
before drama in Western Literature. It is referred to as the 5th Veda for its divine 
origin in Indian treatises. The journey of Indian drama began with plays in Sanskrit, 
when Bharata wrote the Natyshastra that elucidates the compositions of drama that 
includes stagecraft, music, theatre, dance etc. Indian English Drama was introduced 
by the British in the 18th century. Since they could not present English drama in its 
original form and language to the Indians, who until then did not understand the 
foreign language, they had plays including those of Shakespeare translated into Indian 
languages and then presented to the latter.  

     The first play written by an Indian – Krishna Mohan Banerjea - in English, is The 
Persecuted, or Dramatic Scenes Illustrative of the Present State of Hindoo Society in 
Calcutta (1837). It was less a play and more a conflict between the ideologies of the 
East and the West. This was followed by plays written by Sri Aurobindo, 
Harindranath Chattopadhyaya and few others. Although Bhatta in his book - Indian 
English Drama: A Critical Study - has recorded more than 200 plays written after 
1950, most were not staged. The arrival of Asif Currimbhoy’s first play Goa (1964) 
changed the scenario and encouraged many writers including Nissim Ezekiel (Nalini 
and Sleepwalkers), Gieve Patel (Princes and Savaksa )  and others to write plays that 
could be staged. Ramu Ramanathan’s famous docudrama Mahadevbhai (1892 – 
1942), is a play written in 2002 that has been repeatedly enacted to make today’s 
generation aware of the freedom struggle and what went into it. The drama is based 
on facts that were recorded by Mahadev Desai – a lesser known participant in India’s 
freedom struggle - Mahatma Gandhi’s secretary and right-hand. 

     Vijay Tendulkar, a well-known playwright and a social commentator whose plays 
Kamala, Kanyadan and His Fifth Woman mostly portray the emotional and physical 
victimisation and marginalisation of women at the hands of men in Indian society. 
Mahesh Dattani is the first Indian playwright to be awarded the Sahitya Akademi 
Award for his contribution to the field of drama. His plays – Dance Like a Man, 
Bravely Fought the Queen, Where There is a Will, Tara, are some of his famous plays 
that explore various social issues like homosexuality, gender discrimination, 
communalism and child sexual abuse.  

     Non-Fiction – non-fiction writing in India has been prevailing since ancient times 
in various regional scripts. But Indian English non-fiction began around the time 
when English education was made mandatory in schools and Indians who were 
passionate to bring about changes in the society began to use the language to 
propagate their thoughts. There are several remarkable non-fictional texts, letters and 
essays - written demands made on behalf of the Indians to draw attention of the 
colonisers to their problems, and the dissatisfaction they felt when they looked at the 
West as a progressive world, while their fellow countrymen were caught in the 
clutches of superstitions and regressive norms of society. Simultaneously, as more 
and more people learned English, the language was being used to communicate these 
very thoughts and much more, to bring in awareness and awakening to the pressing 
societal and national issues.  

     V Soob Row, or Subba Rao, was dissatisfied with the education system; he wrote 
to the Madras School Book Society in 1820, because his “feelings in regard to the 
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very deficient mode of education among the natives” made him do so. He pleaded 
through his letter that changes be made in the curriculum to make natives rise to the 
new colonial system, to introduce the study of English grammar so as to get a better 
grip on the language. Ram Mohan Roy’s works, as mentioned earlier, were seminal in 
bringing about social and economic reforms in the country.  

     Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is a force to reckon with; The Father of The 
Nation, the propeller of India’s Independence, a great orator and equally powerful 
writer who moved millions of Indians to follow him on the path of non-violence and 
Satyagraha through his writings and speeches. He dreamt of seeing India as an 
egalitarian society where each individual is equal and gets equal opportunities and 
equal access to all resources, be it the lower castes, Muslims or women, and he did 
make attempts to bring in his thoughts of equality through his writings, speeches and 
actions. He wrote and spoke fervently on each social issue that was troubling the 
nation. He demanded that society treat women with great respect, and they be given 
equal rights to literacy and education, because the educated woman would procreate 
and nurture an educated, healthy and responsible future generation. He spoke and 
wrote in favour of Hindu-Muslim unity saying that both Hindus and Muslims were 
born of the same soil, and they have to overcome communal differences and co-exist 
peacefully to form a strong India.  

     Dr B R Ambedkar – the chief Architect of the Indian Constitution, fought 
vehemently against the discrimination of the lower, downtrodden castes and worked 
for the abolition of the caste system. He wrote a voluptuous speech Annihilation of 
Caste that was to be presented at the Jat-Pat-Todak Mandal but never went through. In 
this speech he presented his argument on the injustice caused due to the caste system, 
various theories of how the caste system is a regressive form of society, and hinders 
the growth of the individual, and in turn, that of the nation, and society needs to give 
equality to all its citizens to be progressive. Ambedkar showed his resentment towards 
society in general, and the upper caste Hindus in particular, for having suppressed the 
Scheduled Castes for centuries for their personal benefits. 

     There have been numerous other Indian English non-fiction writers who have 
explored (and continue to do so) numerous topics ranging from biographies and 
autobiographies to history, spirituality and religion to politics, but fiction still remains 
a more popular choice amongst readers.    

     Indian English Fiction - It is believed that the readers of narratives can visualise 
and experience stories about people and their lives. Such stories are considered as 
profoundly important because of the nuances of demonstrating life so poignantly, 
providing a situation in which characters and plots form emotion. Readers of the 
literature are able to follow their parts and become invested in their outcomes. In this 
ground, an impact of literature is seen in the minds of the people. 

     Indian English Fiction came into existence in the twentieth century when writers 
published their novels in English. A close observation into the earlier writings of 
Indian stalwarts in English fiction showcases that their works follow in part, the 
English literary pattern, yet they are highly original in both theme and spirit. They are 
still read and re-read with love and admiration. Their indelible imprint on the pages of 
history is powerful and stable.  

     In this paper I take a glimpse into what was represented through the works of the 
great trio, Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao who are universally 
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acclaimed for their contribution to Indian English literature. Anand’s Untouchable 
(1935) and Coolie (1936), Narayan’s Swami and Friends (1935), and Bachelor of Arts 
(1936) and Raja Rao’s Kanthapura (1938) are the pioneering Indian English Novels. 
They portray themes that depict the pre-independence period.  

     Mulk Raj Anand: Superstition, misfortune, exploitation, untouchability and the 
rigid caste system prevalent in India, political upheavals and ethnic disturbances, 
merciless persecution of women in a male dominated society are major concepts in 
Anand’s novels. He is a stout champion to impel a revolutionary zeal of the deserted 
and the defenceless of society. Anand is also the first Indian writer to introduce 
Punjabi and Hindustani idioms in his English novels.  

     Raja Rao: Rao holds no qualms in being explicit about the freedom struggle. He 
has characterised the intense moments of the nationalist movement in India. The 
socio-political and economic scenario of a tiny village in South India – the microcosm 
of the nation – has portrayed the entire freedom struggle in India. At the core of Rao’s 
works are the ideas of a spiritual India – ideas like Karma, Advaita and Bhakti, which 
form a sense of the ancient Indian tradition that he holds very close to his heart. 

     R K Narayan: Narayan has figured as the most popular writer who has captivated 
his readers with his humour, imagination, irony and wit. English writers like E. M. 
Forster and Somerset Maugham read and highly appreciated his early works. Narayan 
can be said to be partly of the pre-independence era and mostly of the post-
independence and modern period, with a writing career spanning over 75 years. His 
stories talk of personal experiences, dreams, desires and problems that ordinary 
people face in various stages of their lives and in different professions. And in these 
stories are subtle yet significant references to the domination and suppression of the 
colonial rule over the physical, mental and psychological being of the Indians, India’s 
freedom movement, its leaders, and its promises, modernisation and industrialisation, 
without shifting focus from the main characters of the story.  

     The Twentieth century is a landmark for the development of Indian English 
Fiction, that is, from 1930 onwards. Post-independence modern writers have changed 
the face of Indian English Fiction corresponding to how the Australians and 
Americans have developed their own literature in their respective countries. There is 
openness in exploring form, style, topics and themes that are many and varied. The 
literature of this period has created a novel context describing experiences associated 
with society. History and mythology have been re-shaped and re-told from a modern 
contemporary context.  

     Exploration of cultural experiences, modernisation, changing social dynamics, 
diasporic life and issues is focused on by writers of this period through their 
narratives, which is one of the powerful ways to document experiences that, on the 
one hand, are individual to the writer, but reflect a universal experience. Amitav 
Ghosh (who intertwines history and memory, political struggle and communal 
violence, travel and diaspora, love and loss), Arvind Adiga (The White Tiger), Amish 
Tripathi (who re-tells mythology), Ashwin Sanghi (who has written a series of 
mythological and historical thrillers), Salman Rushdie (Midnight’s Children), Shashi 
Tharoor (An Era of Darkness and many more) and Vikram Seth(The Golden Gate) are 
just a few writers who have made an indelible mark in Indian literature. 

     Women writers - The emergence of women writers in literature and the character 
of women in literature are a phenomenon of this period. Arundhati Roy, Githa 
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Hariharan(When Dreams Travel), Sudha Murthy (with many popular short stories to 
her credit), Anita Desai(who chooses to write about the situation of women), Jhumpa 
Lahiri (Namesake) and Shashi Deshpande (who writes on social themes yet has a 
positive outlook) are some well-known women writers. It was when Arundhati Roy 
won the Booker Prize in 1997 for her book God of Small Things that women writers 
gained recognition. Women writers have boldly spoken of emotional and physical 
self-awareness, a quest for identity in a patriarchal society, unfulfilled needs and 
desires, and the dynamics of man-woman relationships in a constantly evolving 
female thought process warring with the stuck-up conventional thoughts of the man; 
they have re-modelled many male perspectives and given them the feminine outlook. 
Marginalised characters, especially women, who were overlooked in the male 
versions, have been given a fresh makeover, and their points of view are being 
narrated. Themes shifted focus during the last decade of the 20th century to the woman 
of modern India who knows how to stand up for herself and for what she believes in. 

     Conclusion - Indian writing in English has, with its uniqueness, contributed 
largely to the entire wealth of Literature in English. In fact it may be rightly said that 
it has introduced to, as well as mesmerised, the world with the rich legacy of its 
culture, heritage and society. 
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